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USING THE MICROCOMPUTER TO EXTEND

HEYOND BASIC SKILLS:

~

(84

- ) BASiC SKILLS INSTRUCTLON IN THE LANGUAGE ARTS

Karen L. Piper

-

Microcomputer technology offers opportunities for meaningful basic

~

skills instruction in the language arts. Current research suggests that micro~

I

. . - . . .
computer based inStruction is at least as effective a$ more tcaditional

‘instructional”approaches (Bracey, 1982). Similar research reports that
. . / -

student gains with microcomputer based instruction can be achieved in less

time tLan is .needed in the traditional classrcom (Caldwell, 1979). These

7

ffndings are applicable in the language arts classroom because much of the
. . ¢ e . . . . .
instruction that takes place there is 'basic skills' in nature--reading,

spelling, and writing. Many microcomputér programs currently on th;tﬁarket

I

address’ these areés. Howeyer, when some people think of 'basic skills,'

they only consider the rote memorization activities commonly found in

. . : .
workbooks and scme microcomputer programs. Useful basic skills instruction

J . .
. . ’ . . . 4
is| actually a two-level process——that of learning the generallzaglon or rule

for a skill and the act’ of applying this rule in a useful manner.

[} 1

Basic skills acquisition in reading and writing is a necéssary

foundation for the successful application of these skills in the real world.

L ‘ ' ] :
. ! .
We can help students meet the intended objectives of basic skills instruction

ﬁy prodiding them with activities that emphasize meaningful zpplications of-

] . N
~thesé skills. For many learning experiences rote memorization and extensive
ptS ‘—Jﬂ -
! &
i practice are indispensable and inescapable. In the language arts, for

 example, students must become skilled imn the use of punctuation and

¢

- ) ) ¢ . - . . . }
capitalization rules, spelling and common phonetic generalizations, and

- 1
ol

> vocabulary drill such as prefix, suffix, and root word study. Students need
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to have a knowledge base in-these areas before they can effectively practice

g ' —~ .o
and apply these skills in real life situations. As, they are becoming skilled > _.

B

in the-basics, students should have the opportunity to apply these skills. in

meaningful situations. The microcomputer cs.. assist the student in both of

.
.

these important phases of basic skills instruction-—acquisgtion and application..
This article describes these two phases of microcomputer use in the language

[ 4 . : .
arts. Phase One briefly describes the effective use of microcomputers in basic
skills acquisition. Phase Two details the use of microcomputer word processing
in the extension. of basic skills through creative writing, structured writing N

technique, and structured writing activities. ' Tn -

Y

. ; ’ :

'PHASE® ONE--Basic_Skills Acquisition .
. 4 , /

i In tasks such as punctuation exercisesn the microcomputer is extrememly

worthwhile as a tir€less, patient teacher, providing interactive practice with

\

immediate feedback in a way that most students find motivating. Effectively

/ s .

used, this tutor can.hel? students build‘a solid foundation in. basic skills
. . : ~ ’

knowledge. . - D . y

~ -

Many basic skills programs currently on the market make excellent use of

“ !

the capabilities of the microcomputer. These quality programs generally have .

some common characteristics. First of all, they provide opppxiunitiesgfor stu-

[}

dents to go beyond the act of writing on a workbook page. Prognams that actively

involve the student and ﬂpose progress is contingent upon responses mad¢ by

T, . 3 N 3 v
the léarner are termed interactive. Such programs involve the student inibasic
ski'lls practice on a more personal level. Appropriate feedback in response to

’ answers chosen enables learners to immediately and continually assess their

-

abilities. :Due.to game—like formats and the éppropriaﬁe'use‘of color, graphics,

r LT

and/or sound, these programs are often highly motivational. Attributes such N
as these can make basic skills érograms Highly use ful in iangﬁfge arts classrooms.

f ¢
*

i
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However, basic skills instruction using the micr'ocomputer need not stop.here. a

AN

N

5 logical extension of the foundation éstablished im part by these types of

; . . . K . e
mLcrocom?ucer programs is the use of microcomputer-based activities that
- . - . i ) - . . .
_encourage holistic, meaningful, application of these skills.
. ) _
\
] ; ’ . ' .
PHASE TWO-~Extending Basic Skills witn Word Processing
. . J ' y o ,
What(ﬁan be more applicable to reading and writing inmstruction -than
N N . . .

the acts of reading and writing themselves? Microcomputer based delivery
’ : 4

- of basic skills instruction can go beyond the presentation and practice of

skills in meaningful, well-developed programs. Students nead to build upon

the fourdation acquired through the use of drill and practice or tutorial
& " B

v

programs. Word processing softwe offers stugents a method for impelmenting
N v 3 ~ /‘//- v
? a holistic approach to instruction in basic language arts skills. Instead -

‘ . b

. of working from part to whole, as is commonly done in many %;}%f’iﬁﬁ\p%&dtice
. y
1
situations, the student works on the whole, polishing the parts as the whole
o Al f\ .
develops. For instance, as the word processing student types his/her

creative writing éxercise onto the screen’, refining and preparing 1t for -
L . . :

-~
[

“future edits; the student applies the basic skills learned previously--
) . 7

punctuation, capitalizétion, structure,. spelling, and vocabulary. As .the

4
. . N 1
whole develops,, the student sees a need for the correct use of the partec.

) Although some of the applications have changed, the use of word

‘processing microcomputers in language arts classes is ot especially new.

Way used a computer and the Language Experience Approach (LEA) in fthe 1969
) o : .

DOVACK project and achieved positive results (Mason, 1981). The Language

Expe}ience Approach is 4 method of reading instruction that uses the child's

X

. 7 . ) . . .
language as a starting point for instruction. Students are prov1ded\w1th a,
v - ~ 1 . )
- - stimulus, such as a trip to the zoo or“an activity. (Then, each student
A ‘ . . " — - e ey
; . N
[

eic | SRR 5 .
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dictates a story about his/her experience as the teache® records it._ Later, A

s

these stories are illustrated and used- for letter/word fecognition, phonics,

capitalization]pdﬁctuation study, and recreational reading. Word processing

. = ) . : . : ] i l ~\\
software :allows a teacher to record student language experience storied easily,y
. , d R P ’

v

) . .
revise them as n€eded, and print®them out for student uses edits, and/or

. , . i,
display. p - e S \.

- — . I - - K

o . .
While this approach may have workedWusing large computers, it was -not L
. ot ?

very useful to most,teachers because of machjime size, environmental constraints,’
= .

Y

-

and cost. The'development'of thé‘microcomputer made his technology more
. . b}

v . X . A

acc®sgible teo the classroom teacher. Martin (1981) reports positive results

.

< —
. G .

with microcomputers used inJjelementary Language, Experience Approach (LEA) to
. BN u o
rea jng instructionin which. student stories are generated on the microcomputer
§ ¢ ‘ .
/

and then printed for furtheaaihstructignal use. Martin deKeloped a system in

- . :3 s - N .
which children learn to read from writing. In Martin's project, children are -

taught to write words at first the way they sound. Then, using the computer
—_——~ °

as tutor-—the interacting agent with the learner~-the 'child is able to create

N '

o 7 e - . P
writing that he/she can read. In addition ) the computer can invite specific
. . . - ) - .

T e . — : Al . 2

" student responses, sort” them, reject or accépt them, and make appropriate

, », ~
variations. Martin found that the students were -not only motivated to learn to
. -l
read, but that they also experienced gain%\in reading growth. ' .
N
> N

_, Although teachers find them useful,‘%icrocomputers with attached printers

are -also an exciting tool for direct student use. Microcomputer word processing,

-0 _ (
1 o - . . .
or text manipulation, intrigues students, tempting them in their role as
Y ' g
creative language users. Several qualities of writing with the microcomputer
. P - af
make it a viable tool for wfiting instruction in thé& language arts. Among these
. . . . )(,;!’ - . . . s .
qualities are: 1) enhanced student motivation and interest, 2) enhanced student

awareness of the manipulative quality of language, 3) increased 1ike1ihooiﬂpf_

bl
4
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print-outs, and spontaneous 'interaction with video display, and 5) easy

.
’

1« storage and ready availability of actual stident writing‘samples;
-~ Because of these qualities and the accessibility of word processing
packages for microcomputers, many instructional applications ate possible.

Exfmples of using the fiicrocomputer” in a holistic, integrated fashion that
s b ‘. B . . "

y . .

extends basiciskills imstruction include: 1) creative writing activities,

2) instruction in writing technique’, and 3).structured writing activities.

Y

)

.

Creative Writing

One‘extensidn of the Language Exﬁérience Approach is the use of the

microcomputer as a tool for creative writing. Crehtive and responsive éﬁ:dent
. . : r ) ’ .
writing using the microcomputer increases the likelihood of :better quality

writing for several reason. First,, current word.processing software, such as
A . ) . 7 - .
Spellstar and Grammatic, note and ‘correct spelling and grammatjical errors,

respectively. 1In this way, mechanical problems in thé writing act may be

lessened.. It 1s important to note, however, that su%h software is but a’

tool. Werd processing can make the mechanical act of writing easier and reduce .

- . 0 N\ ——

reluctance to write, but students should understand the procésses behind the

~

* @

corrections for~those tools to be used most effecfively. Teachers -should pro-

- o

L c e . : . . L .
vide writing instruction so that students learn from these tools instead of>
.simply using them as writing crutches. W?@hout peSper instfuction, student

papers may improve mechénigally through the use of grammar and spelling correc-

- " ’ - . . ’ - ) . \ -
tion programs, but may not improve, K in content. Schwartz (198%) calls -this
- - . T ¥ :
phenomenon ''smokescreen revision,'" and cautions that teaching students to
] . I Lot .
strive for substance in content is a role the teacher must fill. " Students .
) P ’ ' .

L4

ERIC = - .
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N 1 . | .

'must be taught that 'facelifting' does not cover flaws im/meaning and structure.
. J J . .

.’; While erthg aLds may make the COmpOSLtlon act pechantcally eéﬁleﬁ
oetter quality student writing is also precipiteted by’other factors; such as

. motivation”to compose using.thejmicrocomouter; Possibly -the major. rgason for

this phenomenod is the ease with which reNisions can be maoe. One of the major

2.
v

stumbling-blocks to enhancing-the quality of student,writing, is thetithe ava

. . v
N . 7 - P °
age student 1s. reluctant to spv.i rhe ameuttt of time necessary to reWrite o} S
’ Pov: I . .
. ., . N . ‘T ;
® \
, restruotuge a p'per. Dr. Mimi Sciwartz (1989) btates thaf,whlle revisions are
£ - . . A

a natdral parf of the writing process, two many'sfudents see them as punitive..
Word process’ing programs help allgviate this pain%ul rewriting process by

virtue of the fact that revisions, deletions, insertions, general. Sorrections,
. : _ 0% . 3
. - . . ) ..(' . B . .
-and even moyement of blogks of text are made with relative ease. Immediately

following revision, a prinmtout can be obtained and corrections made. This
. . .
. ' . 4. . . .
process can serve to encourage the student to edit the paper and 1mprove ied
4 * [} N

IS
. 2

' A
By allowrng learners to generate language without the penalty of recopylng/or~

 retyping, teachers can encourage sLudents to be more reflectlve and to employ

Doy
more decision-making about h@ﬁ‘to communicate ideas. .The writing act no longer

o
e

need be largely a mechanica} one. With the mechanical process ade easier by

. e . ! . . [+ . . .. . ?

the microcomputer, students can afford to become more creative and discrimifhiating
&5, ’ ' )
in the generatlon and expression of ideas.
s 3 . "

T,

St

oot ) Structured Writing Technique*

While the microcomputer functions well as a tool® for instruction in

- N * v ‘-. . . . .
creative writfng or exposition, Lt can also be used to deliver imnstruction 1n
. . L - !

-~

. . S - .- . .
structured writing teéhnique.” One @Guch method of structured writlng 1nstruction
- ' e e :5 ) v . ’ "
that is particularly applicable’ to the microcomputer is sentence combining.*

) . - . . . . ¢
. /

Q . | - a . . { 8
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clusters of kernel senténces

Y

Sentence combining is the process of combining

‘into a 'writeout' that is/hore syntactically complex -than the separate kernel
. . N .

of the separate ideas represented in the kernel

1

sentences and embodigs all

sentences. The students with whom she worked were able to successfuliy complete

the sentence combining, task and indicated that they enjoyed’ the experience,

. oo ; -
as well. oot !
> . v e
: ) . . . . . . ‘ »
As Bradlay suggests, sentence combining activitles are easily adapted
L i .

\

to word processing progrants. Tge_manipulative and interactive qualities of . ,

v

thése exerctisgs are appropriately adaptable to the Eunﬁffpns that can be

: : . ¢
performed using word-‘processing programs -on microcomputers. TStudents can be
. s " P $OF

¢ assigned/the task of revising a cluster of kernel sentegtes into a single
) - : o ¢4 ‘ , :
L o R N
.sentence using embedding$ and deletions. For example, giv&n the cluster; .
- : ¢ L I . ' : .
) l. The sky was blue. .
x\ 2. The sky was clear. ' -
3. The sky was over the mountain.

the student uses the word processor to perform additions and geLete redundant
. - . ’& \ .
) . ' .
words , producing the 'writeout': S '
§ ' Co

. . The sky' over the mountain was blue and clear.
T : 2 . . ' . 3 L.
Perhaps’ the mosty important use of the computer in sentence comblning
< | ; - ) . |
activities is that the sentence can be turned many different ways and polished
. : . . ' ‘ . - "'J\
without messy scribbling. Thus,; there may be many different "correct' versions,

-~

of the sgntence cluster combinations. The teacher, student, and student edit
teams '‘can then jJudge the 'wrlqpou;s,' searching for the incorporation of

appropriate meaning, usage, mechanics, and syntax.

It is important to note that the microcomputer is but a tool in this
. : _ . :

process: It cannot judge the correctness or appropriateness of the resuylting

.

sentences. Evaluation is.part of the instructional progess. Teachers need to :

assist individual students and student edit teams ,.as they explore the writeouts.

A '

e ’ . ° *oa

ERIC ] 9 L
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. microcomputer-delivered clusters into'Wfiteguts that embodied. the meanings of

[ Lo

uPiper, 8

' i
'

. )
capitalization, spelling, and meaning of the resulting writeout to ensure.that -
'!"- (’ ‘o . - .‘ . .
this technique is used effectively. - N N

« el

Research at Texas Tech University is exploring the use of microcomputer-

delivered instruction in sentence combining for the purpose of intcreasing both

writing skills and reading compfehension."ln a pilot study, students used

Apple II compu;e;s_and the Apple Writer word processing program to combine

’_ RS e

the clusCeréd kernel sentences. The students were able to manipulate the

t :

various ideas within each cluster until they produced ‘a writeout that 1) embodied

all of the ideas expressed in each cluster and 2)'wés skructurally correct.

-~ . V - -

. ’ ’ \ . ‘ . g
At this point, students were asked to expand the ideas expressed 1n thz\
N ' ’

writeout into a story.

The*seéond‘pgrt of the project entailed printing out each student's
s / ' AR

" stdry for editing and reyisions. The teacher watched, helping students as

K ——

needed, and student edit teams read and regiéed their own papers. Possible

’
.

revisions were: suggested by students and each author went back to the micro- ,

4
v

computer to revise his/her own work. Students were very proud of the work

they had produced without teacher prompts, and they edited not only for mechanics.

"(mainly capitalization and punctuation), but also fpr content. -“Results of

‘this six-week study are positive, especially in measures of students' motivation
a N - N
- § n . - .
to write using the sentence combining activities microcomputer delivered} and
in writing maturity as measured by syntactic maturity. In addition, students
' S =

. 'e .- . - .
were able to transfer thesé techniques from the microcomputer to the paper-—

pencil writing process, as composition posttests indicate the use of sentence
8. '

combining techniques and resultant structures not evident in pretest§<or control

. group compositions (Piper, 1983). e ‘ . _

s ‘ ‘ oo x

9
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The microcomputer can be a useful tool in instruction in structured

-

‘writipg technique. Effective use of word processing software can encourage

\ studenbs to use their knowledgé(of basic skills to produce written material. °

t

The use §Ff structured writing technique, like senténce combining and subsequent
. . . ' . o L . L L
expansion!, provides a forum for applied practice in a fotivating, non-punitive

, writing akmosphere. The following section describes the use of word processing .

for structured writing activities.

L

P U - cen d

- , . : i \
L -

Structured Writing Activities

» |
Besides providing a viable means|of. actual instruction in technique,

3

microcomputer-delivered sentence combining exercises and other teacher-developed
. . ! , _ : : .. ¢ R
‘activities card provide motivation for further writing. Students can €asily

expand structured writing activities into creatiye writing exercises.
N w

One-possibility for structured writing instruction using the microcomputer

requires that the teacher prepare 'files,' or written paragraphs/ or storie®,

for student correcgion and/or expansion. Teachers can’create_;heir own story

& . /
[ . .

{
.

starters or kernel{sentencé exercises in such files and assign them to students

]

S

for correction and expansion. Using the word prbc&asing program, the student
. ' - . Oy
. & ‘F N -

can actively apply Basig skills knowledge and practize writing techniaue.' For;

L4

) example%/gbﬁén a text file of a paragraph containing incorrect use of capitaliza-#

tion generalizations (or punctuation or spelling rules), students can apply

their basic knowledge of these skills as they edit, making appropriatel correc-

tions to papers (their own or a peer's). In addition, the presentation of

\

e age studs
kernel sentences in text &iles can encourage students to expand the id&as /-
" presented using the addition of modifiers, phrases, or clauses, yielding new

sentences, paragraphs, or stdries. As agparf of the microcompyter sentence

Q
¥

FY ) . . ' & \

El{TC‘ N : S 11 .o

s - . : ~ : \
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- .
. . %) o s ‘ . . . . .
/~ combining, research study (nientioned carvlier), students received printouts ol
their expansions and were asked to work ‘Ln edit tu;nn;-i_n sugrest riovisions Lo
. S . :

cach other's papers (Piper, 1983)., Knowilng that their papers would be edited

f - » ./ v ‘ . ® . {
- by their peers was an” added inceutive, for quality writing,.

and edit i_n'p, itself

. - .

. ~ . . . . ™ . " . 7 . . . .

became a lelrning experience,  Huch text [iles for st.'rnct:ur(_-.g writing activi-

tics - are not only uselful, but arve casy to set up and well received by students.
’ . . - .

N { ) 7
J .5 II | . . ' .
T WORD: PROCESSING PROGRANMS . “ -~

As in oany othdér learning. task, waterials and teacher preparation ave
\ = - . . . .

B . N P

’ . ©d ’ .
the keys to successful :il.'l.‘ldt.‘llt wse ol instructional wourd processing.  Depend-
' N (% ) ’ - : . ' )
n . .

. ’ . I \ - . N . .
tng on’ the brand and/or wodel of wicrocomputer available, several word )

/

processing programs exist'that can casily be used by students. Some ol these

’ .
.

programs aund the hardware on whidh they run are incltuded in the Appendix ol

this articluo, : ‘ ' )

. Pl

- - . . i a ‘ . . o .
« One word protessing, progfam, Bank Street Writer, wias spectt teally destgned
. p .
. 9 l‘ N ,' . - . . . . ’ v . f
for use by brudents in grades four through nine. (Lt is very casy to use) hay

N M ! L4 " » : . .. . - . . .
« upper and lpwer case letter display, spaces between lines ol print tor casy

- .

reading and reviwions, and avoids splitting words at the end of a tine, all of

which mntributu@to its appropriateness for student use.  Each program Being

A

‘ -l N - . . A . . ) -
comsitdered for student Wse, should be examined for these qualities” and otfers,

. . / .
such as: clarity of directions, avaitability of:imstructions when needed
. ' . . i
ey . . A . b . .
("HELP' commands), and functions performed.  Students will have ko be able Lo

make additions, deletions, insertions, word searches, and text movements at g

[
.

the vary lc:lst.'/, ‘Most word processing programs currently on the market will

. . . .
accomp Fish these tasks, but with varying case.  Once the program has been

Q a : : . N -

EMC i : . ) . A'.;'. N
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- chosen, - it _is imperative that the teacher become adept In its use before

presenting the program to students.

Y

CONCLUSIONS

Microcomputers can be used ro deliver or assisq with language arts

i > N -
instruction on many different cognitive levels. Because students vary in

. ) <
their learning‘styles and instructional needs, teachers should be open to

i

using all of the capabilities of microcomputers in language arts education,

0

including drill and practice and word processing. The implementation of
holistlc instruction by-wa& of word processing used on&a‘microcomputer offers

students opportunities to implement the skills acquired through the use of
. ¢ 4
basic skills courseware. Language arts drill and practice programs can then

be used as they were intended-—to refine and reinforce various components of

reading and writing skills and to provide a broad foundation‘éf knowledge.

Such a combination of product—oriente& courseware and process-oriented

courseware for the microcoméuter allows teachers to take students beyondlthe
basic skill level of ;omguter—assisted_in;pruc;ion in the -language arts. By
Qsing the microtomputer in both phases of ba§i; skills iﬁst;uctionb language

arts teachers can make the best use of microcomputer technology while meeting

the needs of students in the eighties.. L

~
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APPENDI X

\

v T

Word Processing Programs for Mlcrocomputprs

A Sampling

PROGRAM TITLE

Apple Writer

PUBL LSHER/ADDRESS

. Apple Computer Inc.
. l0206 Bandley Dr.

Cupertino, Ca. 95014

~ MACHLINE/MEMORY

Apple II, Apple II+
48K minimum

Bank Street Writer |

Scholastic Inc.
731 Broadway
New York, NY 10003

Apple II Atari 800
48K minimum

Letter Perfect

LIK Enterprises:

P.0. Box 10827
St. Louis, Mo. 63129

Apple II, Atarl 800

48 K

"Word Handler

. Belmont, Ca.

Silicon Valley Systems
1625 E1 Camino Real
94903

Rpple II, 48K

wWordstar

MlcroPro
33 San Pablo Rd.
San Rafael, Ca. 94903

Apple l6-sector (64K)
IBM-PC,
CP/M based mach1ng§

Atari Word Processor

Atari Computer
Box 427 '

Sunnyvale; Ca. 94086 -

Atari 800, 48K

1
1

Quick Brown Fox

Quick Brown Fox
548 Broadway Suite 4F
New York, NY 10012

- VIC-20,

Commodore 64 (64K)

'Commodore Bus. Machines

Wordpro 3 Plus PET, 32K
300 Valley Forge Square '
King of Prussia, Pa.l19406
. < i\ .
Easy Writer IBM IBM-FC, 64K ./

P.0. Box 1328-
Boca Raton, Fl.

il

Easy Writer Pro

Infor. Unlimited Software
2401 Marinship Way
Sausalito, Ca. 94965

Apple II (48K)

15



" PROGREM, TITLE PUBLISHER/ADDRESS o MACHINE/MEMORY
o] \ o
Electric Pepcil UG, Inc.- TRS=80, Model I(32K)

1260 West Foothill Blvd.

Upland, Ca. 91786

v, Model III(1EK) .

" SuperScripsit

r

-Tandy Corporation
1800 One Tandy, Center -

Fort Worth, Tx. 76113

TRS-80, Model I

" Model III,(48K)

TI writer
(¥

e

Texas Instruments Inc.

2301 N. University
Lubbock, Tx. 74908 .

TI 99-4/A (48K)

ScreenwriterIl -~

On-Line Systems
36575 Mudge Ranch Rd.
Coarsegoal, Ca. 93615

< ppple II + (48K)

e
Y. i

~
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